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High Morlaggan Ceramic Assemblage 
 
George R. Haggarty  
Research Associate: National Museums Scotland       
    
 
  Excluding production sites or their associated dumps, the High Morlaggan ceramic 
assemblage, (13,181 shards) is almost certainly the largest group of industrially-
produced wares recovered from any archaeological excavation in Scotland to date. 
The vast majority of this extremely interesting assemblage is part of one large, 
somewhat dispersed, midden dump, dating from c.1870–c.1900, but including a few 
shards which may date to as late as c.1910.  The finds from the midden, which at first 
seemed to consist of contexts [005], [022], [037] and [050], were given the prefix 
(G.1). It later became obvious that many of the ceramic shards from contexts [006] 
and [021] conjoined to numerous vessels from within the main midden, as did a 
number of shards from contexts [002] and [038].  Indeed, as we worked through the 
assemblage, it became obvious that at least a few shards from most contexts also 
conjoined with vessels from the large midden dump.  
 
   Due to the usual limits of time and money, as well as logistical problems, the author 
adopted a strategy aimed at getting as much information as possible from the 
assemblage. This involved ignoring or restricting the amount of work undertaken on 
some ceramic groups. This included the large shard assemblages of undecorated 
standard white earthenwares, red earthenware flower pots, coarse redwares (word file 
14), Rockingham glazed wares (word file 15) and common transfer patterns, such as 
willow and fibre (word files 24 and 25).  Despite this, the volunteers and author could 
easily have spent another six months working through the material.  One example of 
the difficulties faced involved dealing with the standard willow-decorated-ware 
shards. With its many transfer variants, this was easily the most common printed 
pattern produced during the 19
th
 century, with hundreds of makers and thousands of 
different copper plates being used, re-cut and used again. It therefore becomes 
obvious that, unless a vessel is marked, it is very difficult to identify a manufacturer 
based on the shards alone.    
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   By far the largest group of wares recovered consisted of standard white 
earthenware, in a variety of forms. As one might expect for this period, these were 
often decorated, with a predominance of cut spongeing and transfer printing.  A 
number of white-slipped and lead-glazed vessels, including dairy bowls and crocks, 
were identified (word file 14). There were also a number of stoneware vessels in 
various forms, including blacking bottles, the contents of which were used to blacken 
fire-grates, and three or four salt-glazed stoneware spirit crocks (word file 17).  The 
other large group of shards was derived from Rockingham glazed vessels, mainly 
teapots, representing the remains of at least twenty two such vessels (word file 15).   
 
Shards of medieval redware, probably dating from at least the 14
th
 century, were 
recovered from contexts [039], [066], [135] and [mislaid], along with a few body 
shards of post-medieval reduced and oxidised wares from contexts [021], [037], 
[039], [075] and [194] (word file 09). These suggest a lengthy period of occupation. 
The small number of late-medieval and post-medieval shards recovered is not unusual 
from Scottish rural sites. A large Historic Scotland-funded project to determine the 
sources of ceramics based on chemical analysis using inductively-coupled plasma 
mass spectrometry (ICP-MS) has recently been undertaken on wares of this type 
(Haggarty et al., 2011), and it would be useful to have the High Morlaggan shards 
analysed.        
 
   Identified within the midden material was a small group of mainly pearlware shards, 
obtained principally from bowls (word file 01). These were often frost-damaged, 
suggesting that they had been lying around for some time, and almost certainly date 
from the first half of the 19
th
 century.  Indeed a few of these shards, such as the hand-
painted example illustrated in (word file 10, HMV 190), may date from the last 
decade of the 18
th
 century.  The total lack of tin-glazed earthenware is interesting, as 
this is relatively common in Scotland during the first half of the 18
th
 century and was 
produced in Glasgow from 1748 (Kinghorn and Quail, 1986).  Also lacking in the 
assemblage were shards of white salt-glazed stoneware and creamware, both produced 
in Scotland from 1750 (Haggarty, 2007c, 218-230), and somewhat earlier in 
Staffordshire, of which at least some ‘background noise’ might have been expected.  
This could suggest that the occupants of the site in the 18
th
 century had relatively low 
status.    
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   Even now, we have no real idea why the late-Victorian High Morlaggan ceramic 
assemblage should be so large. Several hypotheses have been put forward, including 
the possibility that the inhabitants were trading ceramics. However, the author has 
largely discounted this theory based on the presence of wear on the reverse of the 
plates.  The existence of a tavern or inn is another possibility, although one might then 
have expected to have recovered more shards of a particular pattern.  The fact that 
High Morlaggan was accessible by boat and relatively near to Greenock, where most 
of the small boats trading around the Highlands and Islands were based, gives the site 
a different socio-economic dynamic from excavated, inland rural sites.   
 
   Whatever the reason for the substantial assemblage, the large amounts of pottery 
recovered suggest that, although small, the settlement was generating enough wealth 
during this period to allow at least some of the residents to enjoy a reasonable 
standard of living. The High Morlaggan ceramic material does not include any fine 
quality porcelain etc., and very little of it is purely decorative, except for the head 
from a possible flat-back (word file 26, HMV 179).  The material is generally 
functional, though both the range of designs and the quantities recovered are large, 
including numerous transfer-printed tea sets (word file 20), flower-pot holders (word 
file 08) and punch bowls (word file 23), suggesting something approaching a middle-
class lifestyle. What is certain is that the inhabitants had something to trade or 
exchange, whether in the form of cash or barter.  
 
   Limited evidence from other excavated rural settlements, such as Ben Lawers 
(Haggarty, work in progress), suggests that Scottish hamlets generally only began to 
acquire industrial pottery from around 1780–90. However, this was generally limited 
in quantity and was probably supplied by packmen/tinkers, possibly in exchange for 
rags, skins etc. This pottery often comprised seconds and odd pieces purchased at the 
door of the potteries.   
 
   Not surprisingly, most of the identifiable ceramic material from High Morlaggan 
derives from potteries within the Clyde littoral region (Excel document 27), with the 
Clyde pottery in Greenock supplying the largest number (fourteen) of identifiable 
patterns. All but one of these patterns dates from the period 1857–1904.  This was 
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followed by eleven patterns from the large pottery of J & M P Bell in Glasgow (1841–
1912). Of the smaller groups identified from other Glasgow potteries, the most 
diagnostic in terms of dates are probably the two patterns from the Glasgow factory of 
Alexander Balfour (1874–1904). Patterns have also been identified from the Glasgow 
potteries of Britannia (1850–1939), Verreville (1820–1919), and the Lockhart & Co 
period of the Victoria Pottery (1865–1876). 
 
Dissemination of a number of new patterns identified amongst the Morlaggan shard 
material is already in hand. These will be included in a forthcoming book on Scottish 
transfer-printed marks, to be published by the Scottish Pottery Society.  
 
   Of the 10–20 transfer-printed cup and saucer sets recovered, only one could be 
identified as not emanating from a Clydeside pottery. This exception was ‘Shanghae’, 
a pattern produced by the firm of Thomas Till and Sons at the Sytch pottery, Burslem 
(1861–1928) (word file 20). The register design for these cups and saucers tells us that 
it was registered in March 1869, but common patterns often had a long lifespan. 
Interestingly, no tea plates were recovered with any of these sets, suggesting that for 
some reason the residents preferred to use the heavier, moulded, undecorated side 
plates illustrated in (word file 11).   
 
   Shards from a number of children’s mugs and plates were identified (word file 04). 
The two mugs are almost certainly Glasgow products, as are some of the plates. Two 
of the plates based on published borders (Riley 1991) and marked examples in a 
Scottish private collection are from Bo’ness, and one comes from the pottery of 
George Gordon near Prestonpans (Haggarty, 2010) (word files 02 and 03). These 
mugs and plates were normally given to children as presents, possibly suggesting 
family connections in the east of Scotland. 
 
   Considerable effort was invested in trying to reconstruct the cut-sponge-decorated 
vessels (word files 05, 06 and 07), of which bowls were far the most common. These 
wares were almost certainly one of the mainstays of the Scottish ceramic industries 
during the second half of the 19
th
 century, being produced in their millions and 
exported worldwide (Kelly, 1993).  The excavations and publication of a number of 
large assemblages from Glasgow kiln sites, especially Verreville (Kelly, 2005; 
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Haggarty, 2007a and 2007b), are allowing us to slowly get to grips with these wares.  
Examples are very rarely marked, but we were fortunate in being able to identify two 
of the patterns as products of the Clyde pottery (word file 05, HMV 3 and 9).      
 
   The large assemblage of Rockingham glazed shards, almost exclusively from 
teapots, are extremely interesting. Those that can be identified by marks or published 
patterns (Haggarty, 2010) are products of the Belfield pottery in Prestonpans, despite 
the fact that similar wares were being produced by potteries in the Glasgow area. We 
know that Belfield’s teapots were held in high esteem and traded widely, which again 
suggests that some people were prepared to pay a premium.  
 
   Amongst the odd shards recovered from the site was a small stoneware eye ointment 
pot (word file 17, HMV 150), decorated with a stamped and printed “S. Green 2 
Union Place Lambeth” mark, in dark blue. These pots are interesting in that they were 
produced at the Buchan’s stoneware pottery in Portobello (Haggarty, 2008) (word file 
91) for Stephen Green, 2, Union Place, Lambeth who, through marriage, was a 
purveyor of patent medicines.  Also marked Buchan’s Portobello is a plain stoneware 
preserve jar (word file 17, NMV. 172)   The shard from a painted Chinese porcelain 
ginger jar may be unusual in a rural context (word file 26, HMV 163), although 
surviving examples in antique shops are common, suggesting a wide distribution.   
 
   Possibly the most interesting ceramic fragment recovered is part of a tile (word file 
13), which the author has suggested came from the floor of a late grain-drying kiln. 
An almost complete example of this type of tile has recently been recovered by AOC 
Archaeology during an excavation in the Glasgow Gallowgate, on the site of an 18
th
 
century redware pottery (Haggarty, CD in preparation). Although the author has been 
told that his identification is controversial, he awaits an alternative explanation.     
  
   It will only be as a result of future excavations of similar sites that this assemblage 
will take on a wider significance, as we currently have little to compare it with. The 
trading patterns, especially of ceramics, within the West Highlands during the post-
medieval/industrial period are presently little studied and poorly understood, and to 
this end the work carried out at High Morlaggan is a beacon of light in a dark room.    
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